Abstract
INTRODUCTION
After the collapse of the South-East European (SEE) political systems in the early 1990s, the healthcare systems established in this region began to break down under the weight of the transition. At the time, the public health (PH) profession, which only started its transformation from the classical PH, consisting of Epidemiology, Hygiene and Social Medicine, to the new reformed PH, also found itself in an extremely unenviable position. In fact, at that time PH activities were insufficient in many of the SEE countries. Above all, there was a lack of competence, not only in health management and strategic development, but also in the fields of health surveillance and prevention (1, 2) . Many PH issues faced within the SEE region could be resolved to a great extent by reinforcing the cooperation between the SEE countries in this particular field of expertise, especially in the field of education, training and research. Unfortunately, this solution was not so bluntly obvious to those SEE countries burdened with far greater transition-related problems. However, with considerable help from the outside -specifically from the University of Bielefeld School of Public Health, Germany -the re-establishment of this cooperation started in 2000 when the project "Public Health Collaboration in South-Eastern Europe" (PH-SEE) was launched within the frame of the Stability Pact (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (1, 3, 4) . The Project was supported by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAADDeutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst) (1) . The coordinative role was assigned to the University of Bielefeld School of Public Health, Germany, and the Andrija Stampar School of Public Health, School of Medicine, University of Zagreb, Croatia. In order to sustain the cooperation upon the end of this project, the agreement on the establishment of the multilateral (1, 9) .
Unit/Topic Enota/Tema
For each topic, one or more training modules of varying length were supposed to be available during the continuous developmental process. These modules were intended to be a collection of teaching ideas that could be exchanged between PH teachers in SEE in postgraduate training programmes and/or the continuous education of PH professionals, and were prepared to allow any given teacher to use them in his/ her own teaching practice. They were originally planned to be on the Internet platform only (1) Aiming to assess the utilization of the modules published in the volumes discussed above across the target SEE public health teaching population, the objective of the present study was to assess the use and exchange of modules published in these volumes among authors based in the SEE countries that participate in the FPH-SEE network.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
A cross-sectional study making use of a selfadministered questionnaire was carried out from July to November 2011. The study instrument was a questionnaire developed especially for the purposes of this study. It included questions on the participant's teaching status (1-fulltime university or other academic staff, 2-part-time university or other academic staff, 3-non-university academic staff elected to an academic degree but not employed at a university, 4-not teaching anymore, 5-retired and not teaching anymore, 6-have never been teaching. In the analytical phase, an additional category was introduced as well: 7-retired but still teaching). There were also questions on module utilization (use and/or exchange) (1-none, 2-yes but only those authored or co-authored by the participant, 3-yes, irrespective of the authorship). The editorial status of the respondents (0-author, 1-editor and 2-editorial assistant) was already known. All those confirming the utilization of the modules were further asked about the mode of module utilization (1-utilization of the original teaching module(s) exactly as displayed in the pertaining volume(s), 2-the original text edited to better fit the teaching process, 3-the original text translated for the teaching purposes, 4-the original text translated and edited for teaching purposes), and about the utilization of each of the 249 modules at different educational levels: 1-undergraduate study programme, 2-graduate (master) study programme, 3-vocational postgraduate study programme (socalled "specialistic" study), 4-scientific master study programme, 5-PhD study programme, and 6-lifelong study programme). This was done for each of the 6 volumes separately. The questionnaire was prepared to be completed electronically. It was sent to all 161 identified authors by e-mail. All e-mail addresses were verified by the research team. In order to be able to accurately calculate the response rate, every e-mail was checked for its delivery. All the invited authors were asked to complete the questionnaire electronically and send it back by e-mail to the first author of this paper. The endpoints were the utilization of the modules in general (0=no, 1=yes), the mode of their utilization (1-utilization of the original teaching module(s) exactly as displayed in the pertaining volume(s), 2-the original text translated and/or edited for teaching purposes), the percentage of utilized modules from all 6 volumes, the percentages of utilized modules of each volume separately and the percentage of utilized modules from all 6 volumes at different levels of the educational process.
The utilization of the modules in general was partly observed in the entire responding group and partly in the group of respondents who reported module utilization. The differences between the different groups differentiated based on the respondents' teaching status (for the purposes of analysis, Categories 7 and 3, as well as Categories 4, 5 and 6, were combined), editorial status (for the purposes of analysis, Categories 2 and 3 were combined) and the country of establishment were analysed (countries of establishment with more than 20 authors, that is to say Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia and Slovenia, were analysed separately, while countries of establishment with less than 20 authors, that is to say Albania, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Moldova, Montenegro and Romania, were analysed as a group). The Pearson chi-square test was used or, if there expected frequencies were too low in too many cells, its exact analogues were used (e.g. Fisher's exact test or likelihood chi-square test). The analysis of the modules' utilization mode made use of the same methodology. This endpoint was only targeted in the group of respondents who reported module utilization. The percentages of utilized modules from all 6 volumes, from each volume separately, and from all 6 volumes at different educational levels were also observed only in the group of respondents who reported module utilization. Since the distributions of percentage values were not symmetrical, all the observed outcomes were described and analysed using non-parametric statistical methods. The differences in the percentage of utilized modules from all 6 volumes between the responding groups differing in their teaching and editorial status and the country of establishment, were analysed using the Mann-Whitney test. The differences in the percentage of utilized modules published in different volumes and used in the different levels of the educational process, were analysed on the level of the whole responding group using the Friedman test. A p-value of ≤0.05 was considered significant at all times. SPSS 18.0 for Windows (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL) was used for analysis.
RESULTS

Sample Description
Out of the 161 authors identified as potential study participants, 13 
Utilization of the Modules in General and the Mode of their Utilization
Out of the 106 participants, non-utilization of the modules was reported by 26 (24.5%) and utilization by 80 (75.5%) of the respondents. Module utilization displayed by teaching and editorial status, and the country of the respondents' establishment is presented in Table 3 . 
Percentage of Modules Utilized
Among the respondents reporting module utilization, the median value of the utilization percentage of all 249 modules was 4.8. The median value was much higher among the full-time university or other academic staff, as well as among the authors concurrently acting as Table 4 ). The highest median value was observed among the Albania-, Bosnia & Herzegovina-, Bulgaria-and Romania-based respondents, while the lowest was obtained among the Slovenian respondents. These differences were unanimously statistically significant (Table 4) . Table 5 .
The analysis of the differences in the percentage of utilized modules at different educational levels showed that respondents utilising the modules most frequently use them as a part of the undergraduate (median value: 1.4) and postgraduate vocational curricula (median value: 1.4). All the other typical values and the results of the analysis of intra-group differences are presented in Table 6 . LEGEND: N -number of respondents; Min -minimal value; Max -maximal value; Me -median value; Q1 -1st quartile value; Q3 -3rd quartile value LEGENDA: N -število respondentov; Min -najmanjša vrednost; Max -največja vrednost; Me -mediana; Q1 -1. kvartil; Q3 -3. kvartil; Mean rank -povprečni rang LEGEND: N -number of respondents; Min -minimal value; Max -maximal value; Me -median value; Q1 -1st quartile value; Q3 -3rd quartile value LEGENDA: N -število respondentov; Min -najmanjša vrednost; Max -največja vrednost; Me -mediana; Q1 -1. kvartil; Q3 -3. kvartil; Mean rank -povprečni rang
DISCUSSION
The results of our study showed that the rough utilization of the modules within the group of their authors was good. The modules are most utilised by the full-time university or other academic staff. Such a result is understandable since the authors involved in the educational process needs to cover different topics and consequently many modules are useful to them. Module utilisation is also satisfactory among the part-time university or other academic staff, as well as among non-university academic staff and retired but still teaching authors. All the other authors, who have never been or ceased to be involved in the educational process, did not utilise the modules. Most of them were retired full-time university or other academic staff members. As expected due to their strongest motivation and active involvement in the preparation of the volumes under consideration, the authors/editors or editorial assistants unanimously reported module utilisation.
The majority of authors translated and/or edited the original module texts to better fit their teaching needs. This result is mainly due to the fact that the authors actually translated their existing training modules from their mother tongues into English for the purposes of the Handbook series publication. When it comes to the teaching process, they tend to use them in their native languages. Editing can also be explained. The texts published in the volumes under consideration are not suitable for all educational levels, so that they needed to be edited to a greater or lesser degree.
The results of the percentage of utilized modules of all volumes were similar to the rough utilization -it was highest among the full-time university or other academic staff and among authors/editors or editorial assistants. The reasons have already been discussed. The percentage in reference was highest among the group of authors coming from several countries processed as a single group and lowest among the Slovenian authors. However, this result is difficult to comment on.
The analysis of the differences in the percentage of utilized modules of different volumes showed that the respondents who reported module utilization most frequently use modules appearing in Volumes 1 and 6. The first result was expected, since the Volume 1 has already been in use for several years. However, the second result came as a surprise. The last volume was only distributed among potential users in spring 2011. This could indicate that the topics most needed in the SEE region are the topics addressing various methodological PH approaches. The analysis of the differences in the percentage of utilized modules at different educational levels showed that the respondents who reported module utilization most frequently use them as part of undergraduate and postgraduate vocational curricula, although these modules were originally meant to be used as a part of the master and lifelong learning curricula. This phenomenon is both easy and rather difficult to explain, since it is influenced by a number of factors. Firstly, this result certainly mirrors the impact of the changes to the educational process that affects the entire European region. The Curriculum was developed before the process of transformation started by the Bologna Declaration (1, 9) . This process started in 2001 and lasted until 2010. This means that the FPH-SEE books were released in the middle of this process. Even more so, within the 2004-2010 timeframe, the most dynamic transformation took place. In many countries, this process was politically driven, leaving academic institutions with no time to become aware of all the possible consequences. In line with the foregoing, this process can be described as a quite chaotic one, with the majority of issues not yet being solved. At the moment the old programmes are disappearing (e.g. old postgraduate scientific Masters) and new ones
are not yet fully established, which goes especially for the Bologna Masters programmes. Consequently, the modules cannot often be used at these educational levels. Secondly, PH in SEE countries is traditionally linked to medicine. Consequently, most of the PH professionals performing in the SEE region are medical doctors specializing in PH. Thus it is understandable that the modules under consideration are most frequently used as part of undergraduate medical studies and vocational postgraduate study programmes designed for medical doctors. These two study tracks have also managed to stay virtually untouched by the Bologna process taking place in the region. However, medical studies are no longer treated as undergraduate, but as unified masters programmes. From this point of view, the modules are somehow mostly utilized at the target educational level. Finally, we didn't collect information on the educational levels the authors are operating on. Therefore, the result obtained is likely to be biased, at least to a certain extent, because the respondents are not unanimously involved in all the levels of the educational process. This study has some potential limitations. Firstly, it only embraced the module authors. If we were to assess the utilization of materials in the total target population of PH teachers performing in the SEE, this could pose as an important bias. However, in order to perform a larger study involving all the potential users of the modules, we would first need to establish a meaningful and proper sampling frame. For example, all the countries participating in the FPH-SEE Network should first identify all the institutions in which modules could potentially be used, including the National PH institutes where the modules could be used as a part of lifelong learning programmes. In the next step, the potential users operating within these institutions should be identified. This identification would be both time-consuming and demanding. Additionally, not all the authors could be contacted. It seems that some authors contributed to the books but afterwards somehow disappeared and became unavailable together with their e-mail addresses. Almost all of these authors were co-authors invited to participate by the first authors and the researchers involved in this study didn't have their e-mail addresses since they were not listed as contact persons. Only one was a first author who abandoned the PH profession and could not be contacted by the data collection closure date. The researchers tried to obtain the addresses of these coauthors by contacting the first authors, but unfortunately were not fully successful. When it comes to the module authors, one can also express one's concern about the limited number of authors participating in the module writing (only a few authors or none from Albania, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Moldova, and Montenegro). However, this problem is not related to this survey; this is a larger scale issue of motivating PH teachers to participate as FPH-SEE module authors. For example, only 3 PH teachers from Albania were willing (or able) to participate in this venture. In any case, this does not mean that 3 PH teachers is everything Albania has to offer, or that the School of PH established there depends on just 3 teachers. Secondly, one can express one's concern that latest developments in PH subspecialties and sub-areas were not adequately taken into account by the FPH-SEE series. However, these modules were planned to be available on the Internet platform so they could be easily renewed and upgraded with the latest developments. Thirdly, although the questionnaire was very extensive in the sense that information was requested on each of the 249 modules, it lacked some additional information discussed in the previous paragraph. Finally, we didn't analyse which modules or types of modules are most commonly used. This should be discussed and added to the future research on the topic. However, this study also has several strengths. Firstly, it provides the first insight into the utilization of the published materials. Secondly, it could be treated as a feasibility study preceding a study of larger proportions. It turned out that such a larger study could be quite an endeavour, since the collection of the completed questionnaires was already an issue in the present study. Finally, during the questionnaire preparation process, one could not help noticing that some modules could be better fitted into a volume other than the one they are concurrently placed in. Should a second edition be published, they could be allocated far more suitably, while this second edition could be compiled in an electronic form alone.
No doubt the investment into the preparation and publishing of the FPH-SEE series made by DAAD and the efforts of the editors and authors coming from SEE countries in terms of sharing their expert knowledge and devoting their spare time to this cause, were to the common benefit. However, there is still a lot of work to be done. Firstly, three units of the Curriculum have still not been covered. Secondly, the existing volumes and the modules they contain should be reviewed again. Some modules should be regrouped or, due to overlap or lower quality, even eliminated if necessary. Also, some modules need to be renewed with actual data. English editing is essential as well, since the English in which some of the modules are written is not exactly that of the Queen. Unfortunately, during the preparation of the volumes, resources were not provided for covering translation or proofreading within the project frames, while academic and other SEE institutions of poorer standing could not afford to provide such resources independently.
CONCLUSIONS
It can be concluded that the investment into the preparation and publishing of the FPH-SEE book series has paid off. Since this study only provides partial information on the utilization of these materials, the survey should be extended to cover all the potential users. To perform such a study, we first need to establish a meaningful and correct sampling frame (the list of all the institutions operating in the SEE countries in which these modules could potentially be used, as well as the list of potential module users affiliated with these institutions).
